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AN EXAMINATION, &. 


you will not have 3 a con- 
verſation, which paſſed between us, 


at the cloſe of the Summer, on the ſubject of ſome 
extraordinary Events, ſtated by the public papers 
and ſome private letters, to have happened in Italy. 
| Your obſervations, which were rather ſevere, I 
recolle&t well. Italy, you ſaid, and of Italy the 
| papal ſtates, were as yet the foil in which ſuch _ 
phenomena were permitted to vegetate. Where 
the preſervation of power, you added, reſts fo 


much on opinion, that opinion, when a concur- 


fence of cauſes ſeems 1 to threaten its overthrow, 


muſt be ſtrengthened, or its decline will be rapid, 


and the power it ſupported will be involved in the 

fall :—Fhat, in all countries, a change in the 
minds of men was viſible, to obſtruct the effects 
of which, various means either had been or would 
be deviſed, as their rulers were actuated by wiſdom, 
intimidated by alarms, or emboldened by a pre- 
ſuming confidence: That the prieſthood,- in theſe _ 
_ circumſtances, would naturally have recourſe to 
the means, moſt congenial with their general 
babits; and that, as in the hiſtory of tlie progreſs 


of their miniſtry through many ages, it was plain, 
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| they had . a belief i in prodigies, whereby 


Heaven was underſtood to announce its acceptance 
of their offices, was it too- ſevere, you aſked, to 


| ſuppoſe that they would again recur to the ſame 
means, ſhould occaſions prove favourable, that is, 
mould the minds of the multitude become ſuſcep- 
|  fible of the ſtrong impreſſions of enthuſiaſm ? On 
this you concluded, that the prodigies, reported to 
| have happened in ſome cities of Italy, had either 
originated with the prieſts, who were directed by 
the ruling magiſtrates, to miſlead the people, ot 
that availing themſelves of the credulity of ſome 
weak minds, the prieſts had favoured the. firſt 
impreſſions of enthufiaſm, and ſet fire to a train of 
which the explofion, in the contagious ſuſceptibility 
of the human mind, could not be calculated. 
The progreſs of the French arms, you ſaid, and 
the diſmay that accompanied that progreſs, heigh- 
tened by a thouſand tales of devaſtation, blood- 
ſhed, and horror, would ſupply all the materials, 
that could be previouſly deemed ny for the 
working of the ſcene, 


My reply to your obſervations I ſhall not repeat, : 
which chiefly confiſted in the remark, that though | 
they might contain ſome general truths, they were 
not warranted by the imperfe& documents as yet 
received from Italy; that it might be, the whole 
was a groundleſs rumour ; at all events, that we 
muſt wait, till further accounts ſhould enable a 
prudent man to judge, 
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- Theſe accounts are now before the public, ina 


2 "vat entitled, Miraculous Events, eflabliſhed by 
authentic Letters from Italy, moſt of which are given 
as a tranſlation * from a French copy, publiſhed 
by the ſame bookſeller. But fo extraordinary are the 
contents of theſe letters, at leaſt muſt appear ſo . 
extraordinary to the inhabitants of this country, 
where the energy of miraculous powers has long 
ceaſed to be a ſubject of popular belief, that, 
whilſt I pity the ſuperſtition and blind credulity 
in which the deſcendants of the once maſters of the 


world are held enthralled, I am amazed that men 


can here be found, whko will give their belief to 
ſuch unworthy tales, or, what is more, will abet 
their circulation. To check the current of this 
ſtream, which, I flatter myſelf, is but ſhallow, 
the remarks I intended for your private conſide- 


ration I will lay before the public. 


What were the motives of the Editors of theſe N 
letters, (for I underſtand they are more than one) , 
even on the ſuppoſition that their contents were true, 
will not eaſily be conjectured. For fo ludicrous are 
the facts therein related, ſo unworthy of the great 
Author of Nature, by whoſe Immediate interference | 
| miraculous events are conducted, ſo eaſily ex- 


W on the common principles of human ope- 


3 This trandlatioa 3 is ſo ni defective, as 250 to err 
in the firſt ſentence; and ſuch paſſages does it omit as to give 


room for the ſuſpicion, that ſomething worſe than ignorance 


or the. French langnage may be imputed to its authors. 


53 


of the Edi- 
rs of the 
Letters, 
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1 
rations, and fo tending, as believed to be ſuper. 
natural, to ſtrengthen ſuperſtition and to alienate 


the mind from juſt notions of religion and of its 
duties, that it ſhould ſeem, he who. knew how to 

ralue the beſt intereſts of his Church, would not 
have expoſed it to ridicule, by a narration, which 
Cannot be read without a ſmile, At a time, beſides, 
when incredulity! is, every where, gaining ground, 
and when the champions of Chriſtian Faith are 


ſufficiently occupied in defending the citadel it- 


ſelf, and in vindicating from attacks the miracles 
| whereby that citadel was erccted, how imprudent 
is it to accumulate prodig] ies, od give them as ; 
the work of Heaven, unleſs an occaſion, worthy 


of the divine interference, had preſented ittelf, 
and it had been evident, above the power of con- 


N tradiction, that the Deity had ſpoken. It belongs 
not to man, I know, to meaſure the times or the 
occaſions when it ſhall be proper for the Divine 
Agency to act; but by referring to the miracles of 


rhe goſpel and of the apoſtolic ages, he has a clue 
given to him whereby to form ſome judgment, and 
by that clue, and by the nations which, from the 


beſt ſources, hc has been inſtructed to entertain of 


the power : and goodneſs of the Ruler of the Uni- 


verſe, he may, with confidence, pronounce, that 
nothing obviouſly mean, undefined in its object, 


and trending to deteriorate, not to improve, the 
moral character of the human ſpecies, could have 
introduced a ſuſpenſion in the eſtabliſhed laws of 
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pature, I will ſtate the events, to which I allude, 
as they are given 1 in the letters from Italy. 


At Ancona, a ſea- port town in the papal terri- — * 
ö tories, on Saturday between the 25th and 26th of from Aa- 
| June laſt, certain women, alarmed by the report 

| of a conſpiracy for the plunder of the town and 

i ; maſſacre of its inhabitants, ran in crouds to the 
cathedral, where was a picture of the Virgin Mary, 
reported to work miracles, and to which theſe wo- 

1 men, it is ſaid, were particularly devout. While 
ö they were here fervently praying before the picture, 

id a little child, whoſe unuſual compoſure. had been 


= remarked, cried out to its mother, * That the 
Holy Virgin moved her eyts,” or, as another ac- 
count ſtates, * That the Holy Virgin had heard her 
mother's prayers.” Thus was the firſt impreſſion 
made. The mother looked, and beheld the pro- 


digy. Others beheld the ſame; a general cry 

among the ſpectators enſued ; ſoon the whole town 

B was in motion ; all flocked to the cathedral ; and 
| the moſt incredulous, even the ringleaders of the 

1 conſpiracy, returned, convinced, from inſpection, 
4 of the reality of the prodigy. Thirteen days the 
"Wl picture continued to move its eyes, and it was only 
| | on the 8th of July, that the door of the church 
1 i was cloſed. During that period, the French gen- 

5 tleman who writes the letter, an Emigrant, and 


formerly a Canon of Lyons, on the 28th, at mid- 
night, was admitted to a near fight of the picture, the 
; 4 motions of the eyes of which he de fcribes minutely. 
43 A 


4 
They moved firſt horizontally ; h hen opened wider 
than was their ordinary poſition ; and finally cloſed, 


of an hour he remained before the picture. On 

the following day, at noon, he returned to the 
ſame ſpot, and beheld the ſame motion of the eyes, 
which he is ready to atteſt on oath. On the 6th 

of July, three painters, men of probity, were in- 
troduced by authority, when the Vicar General, 
attended by his officers, directed them to take down 
the picture, and examine it. This they did; and 

as their hands paſſed over the face, they obſerved 
the eyes to open ; and one of them afterwards aſ- 


to feel the eyes, as if they had been animated, 
move under his fingers. | 


then, ceaſed, and that a ſtatue of St. Ann, the 


painters. 5 
and from We come to Rome. About the Hine that the 
. prodigies at Ancona ceaſed, a ſeries of the ſame 
. By | its neigh- | 


bouchocd. commenced in the capital. On the gth of July, 
as ſome pious perſons were praying before a picture 


. 


Theſe changes happened twice, during the quarter 


ſured the writer, that what ſtruck him moſt was, 


Such is the relation from Ancona; and on the 
Toth, other accounts, which confirm the above, 
ſtate, that the prodigies had not then, or only 


mother of our lady, had joined the daughter, and 
alſo moved its eyes. This ſtatue, to remove all 
| ſuſpicions of fraud, was examined by the fame 


of our lady, called of Arcbeltto, it was obſerved ta 
. open and ſhut its eyes. The report ſoon ſpread 


through. the city, while other perſons, equally im- 
preſſed with devotion, in the ſame ſtreet, before 
another picture, were heard to exclaim, © Moſt 
: Holy Virgin, favour us with a miracle.” Scarcely 
were the words uttered, when the eyes moved ; and 
preſently, all the pictures, which are numerous in 
the ſtreets, exhibited the ſame phænomenon, moving 
their eyes in various directions, and almoſt without 


- whereas. by its own narr2 tion, they only a: a on the gth of July. 


9] 


interruption. The contagion, within a few days *, 


| | reached to the churches, . where the fame prodigies 
took place. The ſtreets, meanwhile, inceſſantly 


reſounded with the cry of Viva Maria! and canticles 


and hymns were ſung.—Some ſimilar motions were 
likewiſe obſerved in pictures of our Saviour, and 


in crucifixes ; and the wonders did not confine 


_ themſelves within the walls of Rome, but extended 
to Civita Vecchia, and to other towns in the neigh- 
bourhood, Many miraculous cures, it is added, 


on the blind, the dumb, and the lame, particu- 
larly at Perugia, were operated. _ 


A new prodigy now preſents itſelf.” Three lilies, 
by way of decoration, had been placed near to a 
picture of the Virgin, where they had remained ſo 
long, as to be completely withered and dry. But, 
on the gth of July, a bud, perfectly treſh and 
green, was ſeen on one, and ſoon three other buds 
on the others, which promiſed a ſpeedy expanſion, 


* The urectf time cannot be aſcertained, as the firſt lettcr 
(p- 13.) proſeſſes to Nate the events from the to the 16th, 
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while the ſtalks remained in their withered ſtate, 
Theſe, however, grew green; and in this ſtate, for 
nearly fifteen days, the renovated plants continued, 
though the heat of the weather was intenſe, and no 

rain or vapour fell to refreſh them.—At Viterbo, 
meanwhile, the body of St. Raſe was covered with | 
an abundant perſpiration,—Near Mandola, an itlu- 
| mined croſs, with three lilies, was ſeen in the air, 


which moved and reſted over the celebrated chapel 


| of Loretto.—Ar Perugia, three ſtars of a refulgent 
brightneſs appeared on the cheeks of the Virgin, 
and on the forehead of the infant Jeſus, whom ſhe 
Holds in her arms.—In other Places, fome ſtatues 


of ſaints altered their poſitions, 


1 have given, I believe, all the . con- 

tained in the letters, the principal of which, that 
is, the opening of the eyes and the budding of 

the lilies, are atteſted by men who give their 
names, and of whoſe veracity there is not the 
ſmalleſt reaſon to doubt. Whole cities, they at 
the ſame time declare, vc, W ith themſelves, wit 


nefles of the ſacts. 5 


Ya Bhs, what ſhall we ſay 9 Shall we ion 
that ſo many perſons were deccived, that is, did 
not really ſee, what their eyes ſeemed to teſtify; 
or that they combined together to lie, and to 
impoſe a falſhood on the world? This is not poſ- 
| fible ; but it is certain they were deceived. 
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1 
The ſenſes, it will be owned, are the inlets to The ght, of 
our knowledge ; and of the ſenſes the fight is pe- — 
culiarly inſtructive and comprehenſive, conveying be decrived. 


to the mind the ideas of light and colours, in all 


their varieties, and the far different ideas of ſpace, __ 
figure, and motion. But as this ſenſe is compre | 
henſive, ſo is it liable to err, when its organiza- - wx 

tion is imperfe& or impaired, when the medium, ' 


through which its objects act, is obſcured or 
broken, when thoſe objects are remote, and never ö (i 
more, than when the mind, which ever reacts on 1 wo 
its ſenſes, has been ſo troubled, as to derange the 
operations of reaſon, and prediſpoſe it to confound 
"9 the reports of the external ſenſe. The truth of the 
[4 obſervation is experienced under all ſtrong impreſ- 
fions, particularly under the alarms of fear and 
terror, when the common forms of objects are 
known to change, and the phantoms of the brain 


— 


ſ. | acquire apparent extenſion and ſoliditpß. Even 
* | when this is not the caſe, how often is it neceſſary 
15 to call in the aid of the judgment to correct the 


errors of the eye, or that of ſome other ſenſe, par- 


ticularly of the touch. But in caſes, where the _—_ 
multitude is concerned, and the paſſions are ſtrongly | þ j 


excited by a contagious impulſe, there is no im- 
preſfion ſo abſurd and abhorrent from common ob- 
5 ſervation, of which the ſenſes (and eſpecially the 
eye, from its caſy irritation) are not ſuſceptible, 
and ready, with the greateſt confidence, to atteſt. 
The experience of every reader will call many ex: 
amples to his mind, | 
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22 To the teſt of theſe obſervations, which are 
* Moat bs. founded on the unerring documents of nature, let 
us bring the inhabitants of Ancona and of Rome. 
| Befides the general conſternation, which, from the 
ſuſpicion of a conſpiracy, is ſaid to have ſeized 
the people of Ancona, great apprehenfions were 
entertained of the approach of the French armies, 
(though an armiſtice, it appears, towards the be- 
ginning of the month of June, had been concluded 
between his Holineſs and the Republic) while, at 
the ſame time, the mixed ſenſations of hope and 
fear, which the rumours of the encreaſing ſtrength 
of the Auſtrian forces under the new General 
Wurmſer, excited, ſerved ſtill more to perplex 
the public mind. In this conſternation and per- 1 
plexity were the WImcny when they ran to the ca- 
thedral. It is ſaid, they were particularly devout 
to © a miraculous picture“ of our lady; and yet 


theſe women were ſailor's wives, it had been pre- 


miſed, that is, fiſherwomen, we may conclude, at 
no time, a very religious and inſtructed claſs of 
females. Their devotion, we may be allowed to 
think, was a ſuperſiitions veueration, which is con- 
firmed by what is added, that they firft repaired 
to the Cardinal Biſhop to demand the opening of 
a coffin, which contained the body of a favourite 
Saint. This was complied with; and in this ſtate 


of conſternation, of hope, of ſuperſtition, of en- 


_ thufiaſm, are theſe ſailors wives, and theſe wives 


114/27 women, when we find them on their knees 
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before the picture of our lady. When we are 
told, that this picture was miraculous, it ſhould 


have been added, what the miracles were it had 


wrought, or, in what manner, or by what figns, it 
had atteſted its power. Perhaps, it had before 
been ſeen to move its eyes, in which caſe, nothing 
was ſo natural as the exclamation of the child. 
At all events, the picture was deemed miraculous 
by the women, they were devoted to it, and con- 
ſequently were prepared, more in their preſent 
agitation than ever, to expect ſome ſingular at- 
teſtation of its favour. A child is heard to cry 
out: its accents are indiſtinct, fot two very dif- 
ferent phraſes are imputed to it : the women raiſe 
their heads, and ſee the eyes of the picture move, 
either becauſe the child, in its infantine imagina- 
tion, had ſo announced it, or its ſounds, which 
is more probable, had conveyed that idea to their 
heated minds, or, from the tales of other pictures 
or of this, they were prepared to look for the at- 
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teſtation of favour by the motion of the eyes. 


Where prodigies are ſo common, as among the 
ſuperſtitious inhabitants of Italy, their exhibition 
may be attended by a variety of figns. But the 
gentle motion of the eyes indicated condeſcenſion 
and a benign willingneſs to grant protection: it 
told the women, that the Virgin had taken them 
under her powerful guardianſhip, that ſhe would 
ſhield them from harm, and that their enemies, 
who were hers, ſhould not prevail againſt them. 


( 14 ) 


+ hey ſeized the happy omen, proclaimed it in 
ſhouts ®, and the neighbouring | "ms took the 
HS. 


Can it be thought by the moſt inexperienced in 
the operations of man, that theſe women were in 
a a ſituation or in a temper of mind, to call in the 
aid of reaſon, the cool and critical deliberation of 
judgment, when their ſenſes firſt reported to them, 

that the eyes of their miraculous picture moved? 


Rather, as the appearance accorded with their 


wiſhes, they would encourage the illuſion, and, by 
the reaction of their agitated ſpirits on their o. 
eyes, adding to its vivacity, render the detection 
of error to them impoſſible. Let me add, that 
the medium of ſight, that is, the air, was obſcure, 
ir being late in the evening; and that obſcurity 
was troubled by the light of wax tapers; and the 
picture itſelf, as its poſition is deſeribed, (p. 7.) 
was placed at ſome diſtance behind the altar, and 
conſequently was remote from the eye. It was, 
beſides, glazed, and therefore more dazzling. 
Let me then infer, that the ſailors wives were 
| deceived. Their deception can be accounted for 
by common experience, founded on the received 
laws of vifion ; but on what experience, or on 
what laws, can we be authorized to pronounce, | 
that the Deity, for no moral purpofe that is ſug- 
geſted, at leaſt commenſurate with the prodigy, 
by a miraculous interpoſition, commanded the eyes 


. Les burlemens ſe font entendre, P. 4. 


% 4 


E 


of a picture to move, when certain women, in 4 
2 paroxiſm of enthuſiaſm, fell down before it? 
Theologians, verſed in the rules of criticiſm, well 
know, that no effect is to be deemed miraculous, 
that can be explained * the effabliſhed laws 
of nature. | 


The propagation of the optical Wufion 1 to the 
: other inhabitants of Ancona, can create no dif- 
ficulty, When the firſt ſhock had been given, the 


continuation of the impreſſion followed in a re- 


gular ſeries, as the late belief in animal magne- 
tiſm, and other popular deceptions, could witneſs. 
They alſo, from a concurrence of the general cir- 


cumſtances, were in alarms: when the report of 


the prodigy in the cathedral was circulated, it was 
might, and, in the ſame night, they hurried to be- 
hold the picture, where an additional glare of light, 


an additional confuſion, and additional expreſſions 


of enthuſiaſm from every quarter, as they would 
impede all cool obſervation, would communicate a 
ſympathetic feeling to every beholder, and faſci- 
nate the fight, A philoſopher, ſo circumſtanced, 
would feel his ſenſes bewildered. But on the fol- 
lowing, and the ſucceeding days, when proceſſions, 
with their impoſing pageantry, began, and “ the 
eccleſiaſtical chapters, religious communities, cor- 
porations, confraternitics, the nobility, and the 
magiſtrates,” mixing with the croud, gave their 


countenance to the popular belief, where can be 


the ſurprize, that the deception continued? Num- 
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bers, on ſuch occafions, inſtead of facilitating the 


detection of error, contribute to give it ſtrength. 
And who will aſſure me, that thoſe magiſtiates, 


with the Cardinal Biſhop himſelf, aware of the 
confidence, which a firm belief in the miracle, 
muſt give to the minds of the people, did not, on 
a principle of policy, by their agents, and by 
other means in their power, exert their endeavours 
to keep alive the enthufiaſm of the multitude? If 
they did fo, legiſlators, and kings, and miniſters, 


and prieſts, had often done ſo before them. 


The cn But will the reaſoning which I have applied to 
7— the failors wives and to the multitude, equally 
of Ancona. apply to the Canon of Lyons, who twice delibe- 
rately viewed the picture, and to the painters who 
critically examined it? — The Canon, let me ob- 
ſerve, is a French Emigrant, from the diſtreſſes of 
his ſituation very liable (I mean not the moſt diſ- 
tant diſreſpect) to feed on ſuch gloomy and de- 


fponding thoughts, as have a neceſſary tendency 
to generate ſuperſtition, and incline the mind to 


believe in prodigies. So, at leaft, was be diſpoſed, 


as he deſcribes himſelf. For he relates it as ſome- 
what marvellous, that the ſtreet, through which 
the proceſſions had marched, after fifteen days, con- 


tinued covered with wax, as if it had juſt fallen, 
and that, „on a fine ſerene day, no flambeau was 


extinguiſhed,” It is, however, more material to 
obſerve, that, before he viſited the picture, he 


« firmly believed in the miracle, on the teſtimony 


1 E 
of others *.“ Thus previouſly diſpoſed, hardly 
able, from infirmity, © to drag himſelf along,” 


and, beſides, „ very ſhort fighted,” at midnight, 
hin a glare of lighted tapers filled the atmo- 


fphere, he approached, and witneſſed the prodigy. : 


It is true, he alſo made uſe of his ſpectacles; but 
What glaſſes could rectify a vicw, which was pre- 
viouſly diſtorted by the conviction, that he ſhould 
aſſuredly behold a miracle? Nor does his return- 
ing on the next day, at noon, give any credibility 
to his teſtimony, ſince he then took with him a 


conviction, ſtill more heightened by enthuſiaſm | 
and the illuſions of the preceding night. As to 


the painters, their report, as far as it can be cre-- 
dited, reſts on ſimilar grounds. They were ad- 
mitted to a nearer inſpection; but it was in the 
preſence of the Vicar-General, attended by his 


officers, when the belief in the miracle had been 


widely circulated; when they themſelves, probably, 
believed it, and when to have announced to the 
enthuſiaſtic multitude that they were deceived, and 


that their © miraculous picture” was an impoſtor, 


would have excited the moſt furious reſentment, 
and, poffibly, have expoſed their lives to danger. 
In ſimilar circumſtances, as, at Naples, on the 
celebrated feaſt of St. Januarius, the wild rage of 
an Italian rabble has been often witneſted. But 
the report of the painters is not conſiſtent, as 
given by the French Canon. Their amazement, 


J'ai ete convaincu, mais ſur la foi d'autrui, p. 6. 
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he ſays, was, when in moving their hands over 


the face, to convince themſelves there was no ele- = 
vation *, the eyes opened, as the hands had paſſed; 
whereas one of theſe men, aware, from further 
reflection, as it muſt ſeem, that, if he added the 
teſtimony of the touch, it would mightily en- 


creaſe that of the eyes, afterwards aſſured him, 
& that what ſtruck him moſt, was to feel the eyes 


move under his fingers.” It will be the opinion, 
I apprehend, of many, to whatever ſenſe theſe 
painters may have recourſe, that they were paid 
for their teſtimony. This, in the calculation of 


The 1 


giesof Rome 
examined. Of the eyes goes, coincide ſo minutely with thoſe 


probabilities, muſt, I own, be admitted as more 
likely, than that the eyes of a picture really moved. 


The prodigies of Rome, as far as the motion 


of Ancona, and the circumſtances of terror, on 


the minds of the people, from an apprehended 


conſpiracy, from the fucceſs of the French arms, 


and from other concomitant cauſes, are fo fimilar, 
that I ſhall be diſpenſed from much diſcuſſion, 


which would be a repetition of the ſame ideas. 
How. natural was it, when our lady of Ancona 


had moved her eyes, that ſome lady of the Roman. 
capital ſhould follow the example. But ſtrange it 


is, though it evinces the blinding power of enthu- 


| fiaſm, that neither the circumſtance of imitation be- 


tween the picture of Ancona and that del Archetto 
* The word elevation the ingenious adm Editors tranſ- 


late hollow, 


18 
which took the lead in Rome, nor the cry. of | 
the people before a ſecond picture, © Moſt holy 
Virgin, favour vs with a miracle,” nor the imme- 
diate effect, nor the ſeries of fimilar events, which 
fo rapidly ſucceeded in other parts of the city, 
ſhould, at the ſame time, have opened the eyes, even 
of ſuperficial men, to trace the cauſe, and the 
obvious progreſs of the illuſion. Had I wiſhed 
for the moſt palpable example, whereby to illuſ- 
trate any problems of ſenſitive deceptions, nothing 
could have been offered more convincing chan this. 
And the teſtimonies of the witneſſes are of the 
ſame complexion; only, from ſome of them it 
tranſpires, that the enthuſiaſm, that is, the belief 
in the prodigies was not ſo general, and the ap- 
5 pearance of theſe prodigies not ſo inceſſant, as the 
writers of the letters ſeem diſpoſed to report. The 
Theologian Bonomi, (p. 19.) after the wonders had 
been exhibited for eight days, writes, That he 
was not himſelf an eye · witneſs, becauſe his ſight 
was imperfect (ſo was that of the Canon of Lyons), 
becauſe he happened not to be preſent in any of 
thoſe happy moments, when ſuch things were ſeen, 
and becauſe he had not time to flay long enough to fee 
them.” What indifference ! yet he had publiſhed, 
it ſeems, © a work of Criticiſm on Miracles,” 
which ſhould have warmed his curiofity ; and had | 
| his zeal been alive, he might eaſily have been 
favoured, for in another letter we are aſſured, 
(p. 17. ) 4 That prodigies appeared as often as 
B 2 
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( 20. ) 
| fervent prayers were offered,” and © That a mira« 
cle nevet failed when the Virgin was approached : 
with a lively faith.” The remark of Bonomi, 
which he gives as profound, that the prodigies 
_ chiefly attached themſelves to © neglected pictures,“ 
is of no weight, as that of Ancona was © mira- 

eulous,” and that del'Archetto was avowedly cele- 
brated; but it may prove, that the ſuperſtition of 
the people, after their minds were warmed, faſtened 
on the firſt pictures they beheld in the ftreets,— 
The authors of another letter (p. 23.) though ſuffi- 
ciently believing, declare That themſelves had | 
not ſeen the prodigies, becauſe they were not at 
the places where and times when they were 
wrought.” — And the phlegmatic Robert Smelt 
(p- 31.) thus ſpeaks: I ſaw one picture cloſe 
its eyes, at leaſt I thought ſo.” _ 
But what muſt we think of the apathy of his 
Holineſs, who, while theſe prodigies are exhibited, 
the firſt report of which, we are told, cauſed his 
ancient blood to flow with the full pulſe of youth, 
fits compoſed in his palace, and only thence feeds 
the public enthuſiaſm, by directing ſermons to be 
preached, and proceſſions to be performed. In 
this he acts with wiſdom, ſtill encouraging a belief 
that tends to animate the people, availing himſelf 
of their convictions, to draw them on to a reform 
of life and to the practice of religious duties, but 
withholding his own preſence from the ſcene of 
prodigies, that the weakneſs of belief, which that 


© #5 
preſence would atteſt, might not be imputed to 
the firſt paſtor, when the fallacy of thoſe prodigies 
| ſhould hereafter be detected. Si populus vult de- 
cipi, dei ipiatur *, has been the maxim of many po- 
tic rulers, who knew how to convert the ſottiſh- 

| neſs of the multitude into a commodious engine of 
government. I impute no unworthy views to 
Pius VI. but, certainly, he is not obliged to be- 
lieve what he has not ſeen, or to ſee what he is not 
willing to behold; and if, while his ſubjects are 
deranged, he makes uſe of their folly to effect 
their greater good, he muſt be abſolved in the 
ſevereſt ſchool of moral caſuiſtry, while that of : 
1 political prudence will applaud him. wee. 


On the ſtory of the lilies, the ſubject of which The ftoryof | 
is profane, and which forms an epiſode in the * 
general drama, I might be allowed to be leſs ſeri- 
ous, were I ſo diſpoſed. The French letter-writers 
(p. 24.) ſpeaking of them, ſuggeſt an unexpected 
reflection: One thing,” ſay they, * we ourſelves 
have ſeen, which ſome are willing to think a na- 
tural proceſs of vegetation, but which to us and 
others ſeems ſomething wonderful +.” I would 
aſk, if, as theſe gentlemer: repreſent it, green buds 
ſuddenly appeared on dry and withered ſtalks, 
' which had been ſuſpended for years, and the ſtalks 
themſelves became green, how any man, however 
ſceptical, could aſcribe the effe& to a vegetating ; 
 ® If the people chuſe to be deceived, be it ſo. | 


+ Surprenant is tranflated /urpernatural agency. 
| __ Sg | 


The objeck 
or the pro- 


digies * 
Aned. 


( 22 ) 


proceſs ? But ſome perſons it ſeems did; the ob- 5 


vious inference from which is, that the fact was 
5 variouſly repreſented, and that there was nothing 
. which ſhould have excited wonder, They 


add, that at the date of their letter, the 22d of 


: July, , the lilies were returned to their former ſtate 
of ficcity * *. The whole, probably, was the trick 
of ſome ingenious artiſt, amuſing bimſelf with the 
credulity of his fellow- citizens. This ſuppoſition, 
or any other which botanical ſcience could ſuggeſt, 


muſt be rather admitted, than that. ſupernatural 


agency, for ſuch unworthy and unmeaning pur- 
f poſes, ſhould be introduced. 0 


On the other prodigies in Rome od elſewhere 
I have nothing to add. Cures : are reported to have 


been performed, as, in ſome caſes it may have 


happened : but, I am ſure, no blind ſaw, no dumb 
really ſpoke; and if any lame walked, their crutches 


had been aſſumed for very obvious ends.—On the 


laſt lilies, however, and on three others, which, 
with an illuminated croſs, appeared over {male 


I will further remark, that there ſeems in them 


ſome alluſion to be made to the iate arms of France, 


with the circumſtances of which country, in the 
: progreſs of their arms, the whole ſeries of the 
prodigies is manifeſtly connected. I 


4 appear, in the contemplation 4 theſe events. | 


to have been drawn out from my own ſpan of 
_ exiſtence, and carried back into thoſe ages of bar- | 


= * circumſtance the tranſlators totally omit. 
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bariſm, when the darkeſt i ignorance prevailed, and 
 prodigies, every moment, were engendered in the 
gloom. But, in truth, among theſe prodigies, 
few, I think, will be found leſs deſerving of be- 
lief, than what Italy has now exhibited, And to 
what do they lead the mind? Aware of this, and 
that their object was undefined, for the arms of 
Buonaparte triumphed, and Italy lay proſtrate at 
his feet, the letter-writers turn to another con- 
fideration, widely different, I am confident, from 
that which firſt warmed their attention. They ſtate, 
that, as the effects produced on the publie were 
<6 a ſincere repentance, the reconciliation of ene- 
mies, bad habits broken,” in a word, a total change 
of manners, theſe may be viewed as an unequi- 
vocal proof of a ſupernatural interpoſition, The 
inference is not juſt, Let it only be ſuppoſed, 
which no one will deny, that the people thought 
they ſaw prodigies, and that thought created enthu- 
 fiaſm, all the moral effects, on which theſe writers 
dwell, would as affuredly follow, as if Heaven had 
diſtinctly ſpoken. Imaginary terror is as real in its 
effects, as the awful impreſſions of the moſt fub- 
ſtantial cauſes. I ſhall be told of the co-operation 


of divine grace and other heavenly aids, which _ 


now conipire to carry on the work of reformation 
in Italy, and which would not be granted in caſes 
of illuſion. Let this be proved. I may, moreover, 
add, that, in the government of the moral world, 
Providence is not known to interpoſe miraculouſly ; 


B 4 


„ „ 8 
* where, as among a chriſtian people, all the ordi- 
8 nary means have been provided for inſtruction, 
exhortation, and the application of other ſpiritual 
helps. In what were the Romans ſo gone aſtray, 
that Heaven muſt come down to addreſs them in 
ſigns, ſo whimſical and indefinite? One writer in- 
deed: ſays: “It ſeems that the Deity is thereby 
diſpoſed to cauſe religion to reflouriſh, and to reform 
morality, both of which were nearly extinct *.“ 
Let this have been the caſe, and prodigies as ne- 
- ceffary to rouſe the Italians, as formerly they were 
to the Jews, who will perſuade me, that the great 
Tork would have been attempted, by pictures 
moving their eyes or the budding of withered 
lilies ? This leads me to an important conſider- 
ation, to which I have already alluded, that is, 
the direct tendency of theſe ſuppoſed miracles to 
| ſtrengthen a ſuperſtition, already widely ſpread 
through the churches of Italy, and which tendency 
alone, without the aid of other arguments, would 
overthrow, in the mind of every rational Chriſtian, 5 
the whole fabrie of theſe prodigies. 


. 8 1 quote not the authority of travellers, who too 
* often ſee with prejudice, but I quote the learned 
and temperate Muratori, who, in a ſterling work, 
intitled, Della Regolata Divozione, points to various 
abuſes in the e veneration of che images of : 


F The cautious Engliſh Editors have not * to tra 1 
this paſſage (p. 16.) which, however, was originally written by 
= prieft of the Roman Congregation of Rites. See p. 18. 


(29): 


the Virgin and of favourite Saints: So late as 


the year 1787, while Leopold was projecting a ge- 
neral reform in the States of Tuſcany, the Biſhops 


of the dukedom affembled, by his order, at Flo- 


rence, where, among other important matters, they 


diſcufſed the abuſes of image-worſhip, the exiſt- 
ence of which was denied by none, and projected 
means for their ſuppreſſion. The heads of their 

debates, which are highly intereſting, have been 


publiſhed in a work, entitled, Iftoria dell' Aſſem- 


 blia di Toſcana. + But the efforts of theſe enlightened 


men did not completely ſucceed. They were op- 
poſed by a party, intereſted in the perpetuation of 

abuſes, who excited the people to riſe in defence 
of their favourite relics and pictures, and to 
threaten the moſt furious oppoſition. 


But the hiſtory alone of the late events ſuffici- 


ently evinces the prevalence of the evil. The 


women of Ancona were * particularly devout to Z 
a miraculous picture,” and when danger ſeemed 
to threaten them, to it they had recourſe for pro- 

tection. In the ſtreets of Rome other perſons, 
probably women, were heard to exclaim before 2 


picture, hd Holy Virgin, favour us with a mira- 


tele. Tam aware, it will be ſaid, that it was not 


to the image they addreſſed themſelves, but to the 


Holy Virgin it repreſented, from whoſe interceſſion 


with their Heavenly Father they alone looked for 
ſuccour. It is a vain ſubterfuge. With inſtructed 


minds it would be fo ; but not with the populace 


* 
q ” | 
'N 
Tm 
o 4 
4 q 
bi { \ 
i! * 
1171 : 
f 1 
. = 
, 
: | _ 
4 3 
8 8 
914 | 
+ Þ 
1 | | 
19 
WE 
& * 1 11 
11 
1 1 
q So 
; Th 
. 
o 1 
1 
TY : 
oy 
18 
: I 
1 * IR 
_ * 48 
l Th 
my 
T7 | 
| Hy 
g 1k 
1 ' 
= 
4 „ 
1 
- * 
ma 
' =, \ 
14 
þ 1 
} 4&8 
1+: 3B) 
1 3 
4 
* 
# + 
1388 
G e 
5 
= 
+0 ? 
: þ 
oo. , 
5 : " 4 
« iv 
12 
4 V 
1 
5 A; 
: 1 
Ws 
: 
v8 * 
8 
1 
J; 4 
1 
: 3 
7 
17 
1 J 


| f 


— — 


— = 
. * 
3 * 


r 8 

p : Pe l 

8 — w 
wo. a 


* 


—_ 
1 


r 42 
WE 

A a 7 a + 

5 attic Ana, ads p 
12 ws « 


_ 
#" 3 6 


„ 
R 


* 

* 

$25 

5 

137 

LT 

E. * 
9 
* 
NI 

** 

5 

n 
3 
ry L p 
} 

1. N 
0 Tor: i 
* 1 

6 * . 

| 4 
; 

& 30 
. 
49 
6 0 | 
: +X*. 

= , 7 

* 

7 : 

= . 

$24 

n 

i 43 

| 200 

* 

9 . 

CY 362 Y 

. 

n 
nr 
N 

q * 

* 
820 
Sin 

MS 
131 
8 

"= 
* 

1 

1 1 

75 

. „ 
$2 A 

| 7. 

b LY ” 
2D 
"7 
18 
5 

* © 

"T1 1 

8 
77 

22 

Y . > 

"TH , 

« rs 
77 T. 
= - 

* 1 + 

18 

: | : 

ö 

% % : 

4X7 7 
Is 1 

1 

2 

1 

* 89 * 

a * 

* 

1 4 » 
. ; 
ö 5 

* | 4 

Qs 3 

2 * 

5. 
{og ef 
$4 1 

27 
It f 

1 

Fn * - | 

— * 
4. 4 9 

Ds © ; 

©; * o 

=. 7 , 

> * 

1 

"Bos 

AJ Z 

8 4 

2 5 

. 

1 * * 

1 

A "i 

'S; | 

_ 

= 

-% 

CR 
WE cl 

215 

* 

* 

* 

* Fi 

by. 

* „ . 

1 A 1 

II) p 

4% 

. . 
1 

2 + 

* y 

1 þ 

.* 4 1 

1 1 

. 

8 
> # + ? 

., 

F : 7 
„ * 

—_ 

* 


6269 


in the fireets of ] Rome or in the cathedral of An- 
cona, who, there is reaſon to fear, raiſed their 
eyes to their images with a yeneration as ſuperſti- 
tious, as did the Epheſians to the ſtatues of their 
Diana. The complaints of the Tuſcan Biſhops m 
the meeting at Florence authoriſe me to ſay as 
much, and in the eccleſiaſtical ſtates the abuſe is | 
C known to be more inveterate. At all events, not to 
cavil on the quantum of the evil, its notoriety to a 

great extent is univerſally acknowledged. 


| Now let me aſk : Could any events more directiy 


tend to confirm the wrong conceptions of the Italian 
populace, in regard to their images, and to extend 
the abuſe, than the ſuppoſed prodigies in queſtion? 


Had all before been rational and temperate, theſe 


might have endangered the ſoberneſs of devotion, 
and expoſed the mind to error, A miraculous 
picture moves its eyes; other pictures of the Virgin 
follow the example; withered lilies placed near a. 
picture puſh forth buds ; in other towns other piftures 
ſhew ſimilar figns! Theſe are the maſter events; 
others are but ſubordinate and ſecondary, though 
the latter are connected with the firſt, If the blind, 


the.dumb, the lame are reftored to ſanity, it is in 
reference to the pictures: if penitential works are 
performed, and Rome, as is repreſented, becomes 
a Niniveh, the moving eyes of the pictures are 
the cauſe. In cool expoſtulation let me aſk : Muſt 
not the miſconceptions of the ignorant be thus 
ſtrengthened } ? Mult they not conclude, that all 


1 
their former notions about images and their mira- 
culous powers were conſiſtent with the genuine 
tenets of Chriſtian Faith, when Heaven had thus 
deigned, by ſuch appoſite prodigies, to liſten to 
their ſupplications? So it muſt be. It is not 85 

paſhible to evade the evidence of this inference. 


1 now look for a man, who will be hardy enough 
to maintain, that the Deity can patroniſe ſuper- 
ſtition his argument alone weighs ſo much on 
my mind, that, had I been at Ancona or at Rome, 
when the reported prodigies were performed, and 
all my ſenſes with the cleareſt evidence, had atteſted 


their reality, I muſt have rejected it,—or have 
ſubſcribed to a blaſphemy. 


Are theſe witneſſes ignorant of a great occaſion, 
when, by the tenets of their faith, they profeſs 
not to believe the teſtimony of their ſenſes? They 
do it, they ſay, on the ſuperior authority of the 
words of Chriſt, On a ſimilar authority, that the 
God of truth cannot teach, nor abet, error, I reject 
the prodigies of Italy .—— lr is time to conclude, 


Already, probably, the illuſion is * for, © Concluſion. 
on the 16th of July, (p. 17.) one of the witneſſes 
thus writes: «My friends, this epoch will be ever 
memorable. Of ſuch a multiplicity of prodigies 
we have no example: their frequency is ſuch, that 
the motion of the eyes of the Virgin's pictures has 
almoſt ceaſed lo maze ay , on the be- 
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happen, and which will fill us with conſolation.” 
What this was to be, or whether it has happened, 


( 28 ) 


holders 9. Had the Divine Being then, | in ſo few : 
days, exhauſted the admiration of the Roman 
people? The irritability of the Engliſhman, Stephen 
| Green (p. 22.) is much more conſtant. The fight 
of the motion of the eyes made his hair,” he 
ſays, © ſtand almoſt upright ;” and whilſt he wrote 
on the 19th, it was till, he aſſures us, in the ſame 
fate of horror. Devout perſons were not quite 
fatisfied : they preſaged ſomething more: 8 Many 
boly perſons in this city,” ſay the writers, (p. 15.) 
« aſſert that all theſe prodigies are the forerunners 
of a more aſtoniſhing miracle which will ſoon 
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we know not; but we know that, at this preciſe 


period, great ſucceſs was expected from the arms " 

of Wurmtier, : — 
To paroxiſins of enthufiaſm the Italians are 

particularly ſubject, though, in few countries, there 


is reaſon to think, is infidelity more prevalent. 


But this is no ſecurity againſt its influence: Muratori 
at leaſt, aſſerts, that notorious finners and high- 
way aſſaſſins have been ſeen to light up tapers. 

| before ſome holy image, or to carry out them 
the relics of Saints.“ | 
About twelve Years ago, Rome and other parts 
of Europe reſounded with the report of miracles, 
wrought by a celebrated beggar, who, at that time, 
This paſſage is unfaithſully tranſlated by the Editors. * To : 


create any extraordinary ſenſation,” is their free rendering. 
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died, named Labre. I remember to have read 


their hiſtory, which was circuiated with much 
ardour: but the Jeſuits, with or without reaſon, 
ſuſpecting the holy man of Janſeniſm, decried bis 
miracles, and raiſed another Thaumaturgus of their 
| own ſociety, who then opportunely died at Toulouſe, 
to oppoſe the current of his fame. So is mankind | 
duped. The prodigies wrought by both the Saints, 
zs the novelty ceaſed, died away; and I have been 
told, that a late papal envoy to this country, if 
he be not ſtill here, was greatly inſtrumental in 
| proving, during the proceſs of the canonization 
of Labre, that “ ſo far from working miracles 


and being a Saint, he was hardly a Catholic,” 


What were the miracles of the Deacon Paris, 


the renowned faint of the Janſeniſtic Faction, ſo 
ſtrongly atteſted by innumerable witneffes, about 


the beginning of this century, and what the diſtur- 


bances raiſed in France on the occafion, may be 


ſeen in all the hiſtories of the times. Tf the 


teſtimonies of eye-witneſſes could realiſe ſuch pro- 


digies, the miracles of that Deacon muſt not be 


controverted. But they are rejected by the ortho- 


dox. Men, then, it ſeems, may ſee, and be con- 
vinced by their ſenſes, and yet be deceived. 


The arguments, which I have urged, will have 


no effect on men, ſuch as ſeem to be the Engliſh 


Editors of the letters, who are prediſpoſed to be- 
lieve 1n prodigies, and for whoſe credulity no tale 
can be too improbable. Nor ſhali I find credit 
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with thoſe, who weakly think, that no ontruck 
can come from Rome, or that men of probity 


could be ſo far impoſed on, as ſolemnly to give 


their aſſent to an illuſion. Others feel a ſecret 
pleaſure in feeding their minds with marvellous 


events, who will not thank me for attempting to 


| abridge their enjoyments. But 1 ſhall be liſtene d 


to, I think, by thoſe who ſeriouſly ſeek for infor- 
mation, who deteſt every ſpecies of impoſition, 
particularly in the concerns of religion ; but who, 


from ſituation in life, or from other cauſes, may 


not have been habituated to ſuch critical enquiries, 
as are neceflary for the detection of error. For 


theſe I write. I write to convince our Proteſtant 


brethren, that Catholics are as free as they in the 
diſcuſſion of all points, where it is not evident, 


from the fountains of divine inſpiration, that God 


has ſpoken. I write to obviate the aſperſions, 


which our faith, when theſe tales ſhall have been 
ſufficiently circulated, muſt inevitably experience. 
I write, finally, to check, if it may be, the 
attempts of men, who, it is plain, are labouring 
to impreſs on the minds of Engliſh Catholics a 
belief in prodigies, and to disfigure their religion 
with the abuſes of image worſhip, from which, 
| fortunately, it has been freed. 


We have had men among us, and ſtill have 


them, who fancy that the integrity, if not the 


exiſtence, of their religion is connected with the 
perpetuity of miracles. Hence they catch at every 


e 
ſuppoſed prodigy, and ſtrive to give it conſiſtency, 
that no link may be wanting in their chain of evi- 
| dence. This, in part, it is, that has filled the 
legends of Saints with the wildeſt tales, and 
_ nouriſhed in the minds of their readers a pitiable 
_ credulity. Fortunately, the defenders of the great 
| cauſe of our common chriſtianity have, long ago, 
| ſurrendered this point, and reſted their apologies, if 
ſo they may be called, on a ſurer baſis. It gives 1 
ſolemn dignity and an encreaſed power of convic- 
tion to the miracles of primitive times, that they 
| ſhould not be mixed with ſuſpicious events or the 
| baſe alloy of counterfeit materials. With what 
the Deity has done for his own work, in the foun- 
dation of Chriſtianity, let us be ſatisfied : the rock 
is ſecure: it wants no aid from the reſources of 
human contrivance, much leſs ſuch flimſy ſupport, 
Which defeats its own purpoſe, that Ancona and 
Rome, in their imaginary prodigies of “moving 
eyes and budding lilies,” are pleaſed to offer, 


Buckland, October 13, 1796 
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oO this . I take the liberty | to in- 


* form thoſe, who, ſometimes, enquire about. 


the progreſs of my Hz tory of 1 Re. 3 
Progreſs, and the Decline of the Papal Power, : 


that I am advanced to the cloſe of the- IXth. 
century ; ; that the materials, 1 have collected, 
which are ready for the preſs, will form more 


4 


than two volumes in 4to ; that the whole, 


when completed, will extend to, at leaſt, five 


volumes; that, poſlibly; in the courſe of the 
enſuing year, ſhould the times prove. favour- 


able, I ſhall . a firſt volume. 
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